Tampa Bay History
Volume 2

Issue 2

Article 4

12-1-1980

The Roaring Twenties: A Photo Essay
Tampa Bay History

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory

Recommended Citation
Tampa Bay History (1980) "The Roaring Twenties: A Photo Essay," Tampa Bay History: Vol. 2 : Iss. 2 ,
Article 4.
Available at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol2/iss2/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Open Access Journals at Scholar Commons. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Tampa Bay History by an authorized editor of Scholar Commons. For more
information, please contact scholarcommons@usf.edu.

: The Roaring Twenties: A Photo Essay

The Roaring Twenties: A Photo Essay
Bruce Catton has written that the “decade of the nineteen twenties was at one and the same
time the gaudiest, the saddest, and the most misinterpreted era in modern American history.”1
Perhaps the 1960s, the period in which Catton penned these words, qualifies for this evaluation
even more, but the “Roaring Twenties” still ranks today as a fascinating and baffling era.
In retrospect there were two sides of the twenties. The popular image was projected by the
three “f’s”: flappers, flivvers, and flasks. According to this version, the emancipated woman
bobbed her hair, applied cosmetics to her face, and donned a revealing outfit exposing plenty of
skin on top and bottom. “As hemlines went up, morals went down,” or so someone harrumphed.
Liberated sexually, the flapper joined her boyfriend for a joy ride in his Model T, and later
hopped into the backseat while parked in lovers lane. To get in the mood, the young couple
swigged down some prohibited gin from their flask and proceeded to make love for recreation
rather than procreation. Those who missed out on such romantic opportunities could live
vicariously through the motion pictures. Hollywood’s Golden Age of screen stars featured an
array of sex symbols who participated in wild “champagne baths, midnight revels, petting parties
in the purple dawn, all ending in one terrific smashing climax that makes you gasp.”2
In contrast there was another side, an underside, of life in the “Jazz Age.” Not everyone was
frivolously having fun, necking or doing the Charleston in speakeasies. Indeed, most Americans
were barely managing to eke out a living. For the majority, wages hovered around or dropped
below the subsistence level. Immigrants crammed into big city tenements and small farmers of
the South and West lived with the most meager of necessities, working hard in pursuit of the
American Dream while struggling to maintain their dignity. Many of these forgotten people were
enduring a depression prior to 1929, when the rest of the nation collapsed economically. The
Stock Market Crash in the last year of the decade was the final, dramatic demonstration of what
William E. Leuchtenburg called the “perils of prosperity.”3
Between the glamour and despair, the 1920s represented a pivotal phase in American history.
The transformation of the United States from a predominantly rural to an urban nation accounted
for much of the character of the decade. Although the 1920 census announced that for the first
time a majority of Americans resided in cities, those living in the countryside tried to hold onto
their considerable influence. A heated struggle ensued between defenders of traditional lifestyles
usually associated with small towns and supporters of modern values identified with big cities.
For a while, the apostles of the past succeeded in keeping alive the spirit of the “good old days”
through Prohibition, immigration restriction, the mobilization of the Ku Klux Klan into a
nationwide organization of five million members, and the passage of laws banning the teaching
of Darwin's theory of evolution in public schools. However, the symbol of the age was Charles
A. Lindbergh’s heroic solo flight across the Atlantic aboard the “Spirit of St. Louis.” The
harmony of man and machine, the adjustment of the individual to modern technology, the
preservation of the old culture amidst the new constituted the most significant legacy of the
1920s.
The twenties were also a watershed in the history of the Tampa Bay region. Florida
experienced a frantic real estate boom which caved in several years before hard times fell on the
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rest of the nation. Promoters in central and south Florida lured tourists and investors with tales of
riches to be gained under the warm sunshine. Typical of many hopeful towns, Sebring billed
itself as the “hub of South Florida and affords more opportunities for business development . . .
and for the establishment of homes in beautiful surroundings, healthful climate and superb
educational facilities than any part of Florida.”4 Ironically, businessmen made their fortunes in
cities, but, as Frederick Lewis Allen noted, they desired to spend it in the pastoral setting of “a
Venice equipped with bathtubs and electric ice boxes, a Seville provided with three eighteen hole
golf courses.”5 Too many bad deals and several hurricanes put an end to many of these dreams,
but when the bubble burst the Florida landscape had permanently changed. Led by Tampa and
St. Petersburg, the bay area by 1930 ranked sixth in the nation in its rate of growth. (Miami was
first.)
The following photographs portray the area of central and southwest Florida from a variety of
perspectives during the twenties.

Champion Golfers, Walter Hagen and Bobby Jones, at Pasadena Country Club, St. Petersburg,
in 1926.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Interior of Maas Brothers, Tampa on Opening Day, October 18, 1928.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Looking east on Main Street across the railroad tracks at Lemon Avenue, Sarasota, circa 1923.
Photograph courtesy of the Sarasota County Historical Archives.

Ringling Causeway under construction, Sarasota, circa 1925.
Photograph courtesy of the Sarasota County Historical Archives.
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Aerial view of Davis Islands in Tampa from the north in 1927.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Main Gate of the South Florida Fair in Tampa, 1920.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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A dozen high-stepping “bathing beauties” pose at Fort Myers Beach in the 1920s.
Photograph courtesy of Marian B. Godown.

The Business and Professional Womens Club of Fort Myers parade for equality in 1922.
Photograph courtesy of Marian B. Godown.
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Cartoon from Suniland, January, 1926.

Advertisement from Suniland, April, 1925.

Photograph courtesy of the University of
South Florida Library.

Photograph courtesy of the University of South
Florida Library.

Christening of the Goodyear Blimp, “Vigilant of St. Petersburg,” December 11, 1929.
Photograph courtesy of the University of South Florida Library.
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View South on Main Street from Fourth Avenue West in Bradenton.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.

Waterfront along the Pier in St. Petersburg in 1926.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Hillsborough County Sheriffs battle moonshiners.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

Hurricane damage on Gulf Stream Avenue, Sarasota, 1921.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.
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Dog Racing at “Derby Lane” in 1926.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Pavilion at Clearwater Beach in 1921.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Coca-Cola Delivery Truck in Bradenton, 1921.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Wooden Victory Bridge across the Manatee River looking south to Bradenton from Palmetto.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.
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